The NSW Government has begun to utilise the concept of 'wellbeing' in relation to Aboriginal communities. This has involved delving into questions about what makes communities strong, and what factors are necessary and/or unique to creating strong Aboriginal communities. This paper provides an insider's view of the government's journey into wellbeing to date, detailing the positions and assumptions that the work began with and, in particular, outlining the process of the creation of the Strengthening Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Framework (the policy context) and the development of a resource for Aboriginal communities -a user friendly software program for communities wishing to holistically assess and plan for strengthening their wellbeing (the 'Strengthening Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Toolkit'). The paper does not delve into critical literature on community engagement and devolution of community control, but rather provides an overview of why and how a particular policy approach was developed which, in the authors' view, will increase community control and power in local decision making and local planning processes.
Background
The concept of wellbeing has been increasingly used in recent times, particularly as it applies to Indigenous communities. wellbeing can be applied in a policy setting (Grieves 2006) . They also conducted a research project examining how Aboriginal promoting and protecting heritage contributes to the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal communities (Carrington & Young 2011) . This research argued that the concept of wellbeing is particularly embraced by Aboriginal communities because it is holistic, and is 'understood to be greater than general happiness, health, welfare or safety' (Carrington & Young 2011, p.4) . Following this initial research, the NSW Government began to explore the application of wellbeing beyond culture and heritage and into the realm of Aboriginal Affairs more broadly. In addition to the influence of the 2008 inquiry report, the NSW Government's work around Aboriginal wellbeing was guided by state and national policies in Indigenous Affairs at the time. These were: The Council of Australian Governments (COAG) "Closing the Gap"; the COAG "Overcoming Indigenous Disadvantage Indicator Framework"; the NSW State Plan -"A new direction for NSW" (2006) (2007) (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) (2013) (2014) (2015) (2016) ; and the NSW 10 year Aboriginal Affairs Plan -"Two Ways Together" (2002) (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) . Whilst highlighting critical areas of importance to 56 Cosmopolitan Civil Societies Journal, Vol.4, No.3, 2012 Aboriginal people, these policies largely adopted a deficit approach -focussing on state or national problems and weaknesses existing in communities. In contrast, by focussing on community wellbeing the approach being developed in NSW allowed for an alternative, strength-based and local approach to Aboriginal Affairs.
In addition to the overriding policy context, the work around wellbeing was also guided by reflecting on the principle community planning initiative of the time: the COAG Trial in the Murdi Paaki region of north-west New South Wales. The Murdi Paaki COAG Trial was one of eight trials being carried out around Australia, with the aim of improving coordination of government services for Indigenous people based on priorities agreed with communities.
Whilst the COAG Trial provided and invested substantial financial and human resources to assist communities to develop action plans, no other community planning tools were provided which supported the community to systematically self assess the state of the community, self prioritise the community's desires for change, and then negotiate, develop and monitor implementation of actions plans in partnership with governments and other service providers. From the authors' perspective, a review of NSW and Commonwealth indicator reports demonstrated that, whilst some achievements were made through a variety of Government initiatives, there was clearly an opportunity to improve local Aboriginal community planning approaches and outcomes.
Prior to beginning work on the development of the Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Framework a number of guiding principles were established to govern the work. These included the idea that an Aboriginal wellbeing and community planning approach had to be genuinely holistic -tackling community development from all angles rather than looking at one or two discreet 'problem' areas (e.g. health or education); that Aboriginal disadvantage has its origins in the dispossession and dislocation of Aboriginal people, the accompanying breakdown of community governance and leadership structures, and the suppression of cultural knowledge and practices (including language); and that communities needed tools in order to practically exercise self determination. A key guiding principle was that communities strong in their culture, governance and leadership will have a greater capacity to overcome adversity to identify and achieve their shared goals. Culture, governance and leadership were therefore to be integral elements to the wellbeing work. (SCRGSP 2009, p. 98) highlighted the difficulties in defining and measuring social and emotional wellbeing and identified improvements in data on comparable measures of social and emotional wellbeing of Indigenous people as a priority. Clearly, defining and measuring wellbeing, particularly at the community level, was no easy feat. The NSW Government therefore began to also explore international approaches to both measuring and strengthening community wellbeing, with a particular focus on (but not limited to) processes that targeted Indigenous communities, were holistic and supported a strength-based partnership approach (see Batten 2009 and Batten & Batten 2011) .
Examining approaches to community resilience and wellbeing in Canada further highlighted the principle adopted by the NSW government at the outset that strong culture (including access to Country) was critical to community wellbeing. In Canada research has shown that communities who have strong cultural identity and pride, along with high rates of language retention and self-determination, are far less likely to be affected by mental health issues and suicide and less likely to be in contact with the criminal justice system (Chandler & Lalonde 1998) . Another international example which also informed the NSW work was the "Sustainable Livelihoods Approach" (SLA) and Framework developed and utilised by the UK Department for International Development to alleviate disadvantage. The SLA approach reaffirmed the NSW government's guiding principle that a holistic approach to strengthening community wellbeing was required -one which recognised that a community's wellbeing and its ability to overcome disadvantage was closely associated with a community's access to, and opportunities to use its human, social, natural, physical and financial capital (Department for International Development 1999).
Informed by the research, principles, and policies discussed above, a draft framework identifying factors that were critical to Aboriginal community wellbeing was developed by the NSW Government. The framework drew upon and simplified a range of different, and often overly complex, community strengthening models with adaptations to reflect the unique needs of NSW Aboriginal communities: In particular the framework was underpinned by the importance of cultural strength. A think tank was organised to discuss and further develop the • Sufficient access to Country provides a sense of belonging -This sense of belonging improves self-esteem, pride in community and pride in one's self.
• For access to be considered adequate, kids in the community must feel a strong connection to Country -This is evidence of the ability to practice culture on Country, share the stories, memories and history that bind people to place.
• Access to Country means provision of education, training and employment opportunities to care for Country -Working on Country is a natural fit for many, but there often aren't enough opportunities.
• Communities want the opportunity to share their land management skills and techniques with the broader community.
• Access to Country is only satisfactory if the community is able to freely practice its culture on its Country (public or private), particularly at sites of significance 2
• Good partnerships with the broader community facilitate access to Country -When surrounding communities acknowledge and fully understand the importance of access to Country, and work with the indigenous community to allow access and input to management where relevant, access is considered healthy.
• Access to Country may extend to the opportunity to use Country to drive economic development for the community -This means having the freedom to conduct commercial enterprises on Country, and having access to the support and resources to start these enterprises where relevant.
(Office of Environment and Heritage, 2012, p. 35) The other seven areas that together form the wellbeing framework were similarly 'fleshed out' by the communities. Perspectives gathered on each of the factors contributing to wellbeing were intended to serve as reference points to prompt other communities using the framework about the range of issues the eight interconnected areas of the framework could cover.
After the development of the framework, the focus of the wellbeing work then turned to developing appropriate processes for measuring wellbeing within the framework. This was to help community and government to track trends in wellbeing over time and improve service delivery in response to trends.
Measuring Wellbeing
One Initially, the approach adopted by the NSW Government to measure wellbeing was to develop a series of indicators that would sit under each of the eight interconnected factors identified as contributing to wellbeing under the Strengthening Aboriginal Community
Wellbeing Framework. However, readily available data was largely only available at an aggregated state and national level which meant that the scale of available data was not really meaningful at the community level nor was the available data flexible enough to allow for the diversity of communities situations. In addition to this there was a clear absence of data that could provide a meaningful picture of less tangible or traditionally 'unmeasurable' areas such as a community's cultural strength and identity. The approach therefore evolved to one which aimed to turn arguably the best source of information about Aboriginal communitiescommunity held knowledge -into a format that could be used to consistently monitor community wellbeing over time.
It was decided to use the methodology of Appreciative Inquiry to conduct social research with two Aboriginal communities (La Perouse and Wellington) in order to develop a series of statements that communities could utilise to self assess their current levels of wellbeing under each of the areas in the Strengthening Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Framework.
Appreciative Inquiry assumes that progress is more likely to be made by focusing on and exploring what we want to see more of (wellbeing), rather than being fixated on studying problems (disadvantage). For this reason, the NSW Government embraced the Appreciative Inquiry method and incorporated it into the toolkit. Appreciative Inquiry was consistent with a key NSW Government principle adopted at the commencement of the wellbeing workthat a strength-based wellbeing approach was required. As a method of strengthening wellbeing, Appreciative Inquiry differs from other problem-solving and community planning approaches. The basic assumption of the majority of problem-solving and community planning methodologies is that people and organisations are fundamentally 'broken' and need to be fixed. Problem solving and planning usually involves identifying key problems, analysing root causes, searching for possible solutions, and developing an action plan. In contrast, the underlying assumption of Appreciative Inquiry is that people, organisations and communities are full of assets, capabilities, resources, and strengths that are waiting to be located, affirmed, stretched, and encouraged.
Given that Appreciative Inquiry is 1) verbally based, 2) solutions focussed and 3) community or location specific, the NSW government recognised that Appreciative Inquiry could potentially be a great 'cultural match' with Aboriginal communities.
In Wellbeing Framework. As an example, the self-assessment statements produced for the area of 'access to Country' are reproduced below:
1. Youth: Younger members of our community feel connected to our Country.
Cultural practice:
We have the ability to practice culture on our Country, which drives a sense of belonging for members of our community.
3. Partnerships: Our community has strong partnerships with the broader community that allow access to Country and give the community a say where relevant.
4. Opportunities: There are opportunities for education, training and employment to care for Country for members of our community.
5. Self-determination: Our community has the ability to determine how we use our Country, including for commercial enterprise for the community's benefit if desired.
(Office of Environment and Heritage 2012, p. 34)
As part of the toolkit process communities are asked to confer on how accurate the statement is for the community and how important it is to the community. A more thorough description of the toolkit processes is included later in the paper within the section 'Development of the Toolkit'.
Throughout the development of the self-assessment statements, the communities also groundtested the framework and agreed that all matters that impacted on their community's wellbeing were addressed under the framework. The communities confirmed the value in having the framework to guide a structured and focussed conversation, with appropriate "prompts" (i.e. the self assessment statements) to facilitate discussion and consideration of a broad range of issues, rather than only focussing on immediately identifiable issues within the community or limiting discussion to those issues that were currently affecting or impacting on their wellbeing.
In the authors' opinion the methodology of Appreciative Inquiry proved to be a great "cultural match" as an approach to consultation about the framework and as a method to hold discussions using the framework. Applying Appreciative Inquiry resulted in meetings that were strength-based and solutions-focussed. It is not uncommon for a strengths-based approach to feel different and unconventional at first. In the authors' observation, after people have experienced this approach they feel much more comfortable about it and can see the logic behind it. As one elder observed, 'We used to tell stories like this. Once upon a time we used to tell stories that made us feel proud. But over the past 20 years it seems all we ever talk about is our problems. We have forgotten how to tell stories differently. This has helped a great deal. It feels right. It is the way we should think about ourselves, our community, our
Country' (Office of Environment and Heritage 2012, p. 27) .
The Development of the Toolkit
Most community strengthening programs have developed methodologies which are contained within lengthy and often complex guide books that require considerable skills and background knowledge to guide communities through the process. Many Aboriginal communities feel "over planned", having been required to go though many community planning processes with government. To address this issue the NSW Government adopted an alternative approach to community assessment and planning: the creation of a user friendly software-based tool designed to support solutions focussed conversations between the community and service providers (both government and non-government) in a way that captures and records that conversation for community planning purposes.
The Strengthening Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Toolkit was developed by tailor making a software program which guided Aboriginal community groups through three important steps to both measure community wellbeing and inform the development of community action plans designed to strengthen community wellbeing.
The steps identified as critical in a community planning process are reflected in the three modules which make up the software:
1 -Assessment -understanding how our community is going 2 -Preparing for negotiation -goal setting and prioritising 3 -Planning together to strengthen wellbeing. The toolkit is designed to be used by a group that is representative of the community in 'round table' sessions (this is explored later in the paper within the section 'Who will use the toolkit'). Each of the self-assessment statements would normally involve significant discussion by the group, and potentially involve prior consultation with the broader community (for example, surveying the community using the self-assessment statements to gauge broad community perceptions using complimentary, cost effective and user friendly tools such as survey monkey). Module 1 also requires communities to map existing strengths and assets and provides space to record issues and stories for each statement in the assessment module.
Module 2 uses the results of the assessment process to support communities to set and prioritise goals. This step also assists communities to map out their strengths and to incorporate goals and actions from existing community plans. The toolkit provides an output of a report for each of these three stages or 'modules' of the software. The reports can be used to facilitate monitoring of community wellbeing over time and to inform the development of community action plans. Consultation with the Wellington and La Perouse Aboriginal communities also highlighted another important consideration for community planning which was incorporated into the toolkit -a process for community prioritisation of issues and actions which was responsive to the community self-assessment process and independent of existing government priorities and/or programs targets.
To support this process a matrix was incorporated into the software which enabled the community to determine for themselves both the level of importance of the issue and the frequency in which it occurred in their community. By considering and ranking both these factors the community was able to utilise the toolkit to simultaneously self-assess and selfprioritise matters affecting their wellbeing. The figure below demonstrates how the software is able to translate the community's answers to help determine priorities for planning. Areas that the community identifies as never or only occasionally occurring in their community, yet are ranked 'crucial' or 'very important' are prioritised highly by the software program, prompting communities to consider focusing their attention on addressing these matters. At the end of the assessment process, the community is prompted to identify goals for the areas which the software has suggested should be ranked as 'focus efforts here' and 'maintain efforts here'. The aim is to focus the community efforts and resources on the key actions that will provide the most benefit to their wellbeing. Throughout the community consultation process, communities confirmed that the process of identifying a limited number of focussed key goals and actions will assist with development of a realistically achievable action plan, rather than a comprehensive list of community aspirations. During consultation, communities advised the authors that a long list of aspirations provided a substantial risk of the community being diverted to areas of their wellbeing which were not key community priorities because funding or other type of support for that area may become available rather than focussing on a smaller and more manageable list of areas identified by the community as "key priorities".
However, it is also recognised that community planning may need to legitimately change in order to take advantage of available government funding or new community priorities.
Therefore, in order to maintain community autonomy and control over the process, a function was added in to the software, in response to communities' requests, for the option to reject the software suggestions and to have the option to create community goals for areas that the toolkit did not suggest based on community responses alone.
The final module in the toolkit is the 'Planning Together Module'. The aim of this module is to set out the specific actions that will help the community to achieve its goals. Some actions may involve partnerships with government agencies or other organisations, and some actions may be carried out and owned by the community themselves -without the need for partnerships with government or other service providers. This module is designed to be completed with the community working together with the relevant partners so that all parties who will be involved in carrying out an action are also involved in determining what the action is, what their specific roles will be, and what is needed to complete the action.
Communities recognised that actions stand a better chance of being completed if they have been negotiated and agreed upon first by all the parties involved rather than spending a lot of time and energy debating how to deliver an action after a plan has already been developed.
For this reason, the toolkit provides for development of actions that have been negotiated with and committed to by partners and service providers -rather than finalising the plan in isolation from input from those that will need to respond to the actions. The communities advised that the information generated by the toolkit in the first and second modules (self-assessment, prioritisation and goal setting) would place them in a strong position to negotiate appropriate responses from partners and service providers -using information that was self generated, but presented in a way that bridged the "cultural divide" -effectively creating a common language.
Who will use the Toolkit?
The main users of the toolkit will be communities participating in Affairs 2009b) . However, the toolkit is also available as a resource for communities, peak bodies and other interested parties who may not currently be participating in the Partnership Community Program. The toolkit is designed to be user friendly and intuitive; nevertheless a manual is also available as an additional resource to help any community who wishes to use the toolkit. In order for the toolkit to be an effective resource for communities not participating in the Partnership Community Program, it is recommended that the toolkit is used by an engagement group or equivalent -i.e. a group that: reflects the diversity of the community; is representative of the interests of the entire community, and is supported to make decisions on behalf of the community.
Discussion
The toolkit has the potential to meet dual aspirations, those of the community e.g. facilitating community self determination and improving community wellbeing and those of government e.g. achieving real progress in community wellbeing and meeting program and strategy targets and outcomes.
Meeting Community Aspirations
The communities involved in developing and using the toolkit have provided informal feedback to staff involved in developing the toolkit that it will support self determination by enabling community self assessment -communities will tell their perspective instead of being told about themselves by government using government collected data. Government information still remains a useful source of information but having the community "story" is important -discrepancies between the two "stories" will prompt a useful and valuable discussion between government and communities. The communities involved in the development of the toolkit also believed that the fact that it allows for self prioritisation of community priorities instead of priorities being forced by accessing available funds and programs due to government created Indigenous targets also contributes to community selfdetermination.
When using the toolkit, the community is generating their own information (turning information held in and by the community -information that they own and control) into a form that is compatible with government processes. The community is making its needs and wants heard in a way that is mutually understood by both community and government.
Communities have advised that negotiating with service providers utilising community generated data will be a first for many communities and will be empowering and "level out the playing field". Communities have also advised that they have felt disempowered in past negotiations due to lack of "evidence" to support their priorities and their inability to demonstrate a community process for developing priorities.
The communities involved in the development of the toolkit felt that the toolkit supported a strength-based participatory community self assessment and planning process. The toolkit commences the community discussion in a positive way-encouraging the community to reflect upon and recognise the good things (assets and capacities -both tangible and intangible) in the community. In the authors' observation it is often easier to agree upon the positives which encourages a consensus building process and lays the foundation for application of positive lessons from the past along with aspects of an Appreciative Inquiry methodology throughout the 3 modules of the toolkit. The toolkit is strength-based and solution-focussed. The communities consulted acknowledged that the process of recognising existing community strengths, assets and capacities is one quite often overlooked in planning processes and discussions with government. In the authors opinion past community planning processes generally commence with "problems and issues", and without a holistic assessment of the current status of the community. However in the "wellbeing" process, the consultation commenced with discussions about existing community strengths and assets and moved into a conversation about what the community would like to see more of -through this process, the community identified key matters that warranted focussed action, and prepared to plan, in partnership with Government and other service provider, to address those matters, Some members of the Wellington and La Perouse communities expressed the feeling that the toolkit will help establish processes where for the first time community planning provides an opportunity to tell their own stories in their own voices, and to assess, for themselves, their own wellbeing. The wellbeing framework enables the community to genuinely consider its wellbeing independent of government plans and targets or other governance or statutory reporting requirements. The community is not forced to slot its information into a format that suits the latest government plan. It is a resource that can outlive political cycles and 'state plans' and so on.
Meeting Government Aspirations
The NSW Government Ombudsman's 2011 report 'Addressing Aboriginal disadvantage: the need to do things differently' observed that the answer to addressing disadvantage is not providing further financial resources to initiatives, rather a different approach to the way governments plan, fund and deliver services.
The report identified five key areas for change:
• Aboriginal leadership
• Improving the capacity to respond to vulnerable Aboriginal children and adolescents • the Partnership Community Program has merit and should be supported by providing ongoing training for the community governance bodies;
• that a process be developed which monitors NSW Government compliance with the requirement to work the community governance bodies within the Partnership Community Program;
• that Aboriginal people know best the needs and aspirations of their local communities; (NSW Auditor-General, 2011) The toolkit does this by serving as a resource to Partnership Communities (and any other community that wishes to use it) that will help prepare them to engage with government to jointly agree on a series of actions to best meet community goals and priorities. The toolkit will also contribute to changing the current way of implementing a plan in Aboriginal communities by getting the community involved early in assessment, prioritisation and planning stage; informing both the community and Government decision making process; and more clearly defining what the community actually wants and how that will contribute to improving wellbeing.
The NSW Government's commitment to strengthening community wellbeing was clearly indicated in 2010 with bipartisan support to amend the NSW Constitution in order to recognise and acknowledge Aboriginal people of NSW. Hansard recorded the NSW Government's pledge to close the gap in Aboriginal disadvantage, and to work with nongovernment organisations and the community to improve Aboriginal wellbeing (New South Wales Parliament, 2010, pp. 26125 -26133, pp. 26152 -26158) .
Conclusion
The Strengthening Aboriginal Community Wellbeing Toolkit was formally launched on 14 March 2012 by the Minister for Environment and Heritage. It is still therefore very much "early days" for the toolkit. The use and effectiveness of the toolkit will be monitored and then reviewed two years after its launch and the Office of Environment and Heritage will be asking anyone involved in using the toolkit to contribute to its review so that it can continue to be refined to meet the needs of communities. The evaluation will address a broad spectrum of issues from user friendliness to its usefulness as a tool for both measuring wellbeing and facilitating community planning. A survey has been set up to help collect information on the effectiveness of the toolkit whilst the experience of using the toolkit is fresh in the minds of communities.
The comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of the wellbeing research, framework and toolkit will need to begin with a definition of the measure of success. The evolution of the wellbeing research into the development of a framework and toolkit has occurred simultaneously within a changing Aboriginal affairs policy context in NSW -from Two Ways Together to Closing the Gap and now to the development of a new (and yet unknown) policy framework. The NSW Government is currently developing a new Aboriginal Affairs Strategy, which may result in indicators and targets developed for the state level. The question remains as to how communities will measure the success of the framework and toolkit at the community level. It is important that the evaluation of the framework and toolkit take into account the success of this dual focus -meeting both community and government aspirations -at the local level.
The La-Perouse community became the first community to formally use the framework and toolkit with the La-Perouse Aboriginal Community Alliance utilising it on the 22 March 2012 in a forum of approximately 50 people. The use of the framework and toolkit by the La-Perouse Community in a large community setting demonstrates that its use is flexible -one size does not fit all. Given the large number of people present and the challenges of reaching consensus in a forum of that size the La Perouse community did not use the toolkit software, instead they utilised the toolkit handbook and the appreciative enquiry methodology to inform a community forum about the strengths of the La Perouse Community within the context of the framework and to hold round table sessions using the toolkit self assessment statements. A second session utilising the framework will also occur in order to determine what the community would like to see more of, and how they think this would best occur (i.e. developing community derived solutions). The La Perouse Community Alliance (a team of approximately 15 people) will then analyse the results of the community forum and utilise the toolkit software in order to generate a community action plan in partnership with services providers.
The toolkit and framework are not intended to be a "magic wand" in Aboriginal Affairs. The toolkit and framework will not solve all issues in communities overnight nor will they immediately bridge the gap between the government's and communities' understandings of issues affecting community wellbeing -it is hoped, however, that over time these resources will create dialogue and discussion around wellbeing in communities and how to actively improve it and empower communities to turn their knowledge and perceptions into information to inform community planning. This will allow communities to be in a position of informed strength and to be able to negotiate relevant actions with government and other service providers to achieve their goals.
At this stage the toolkit is only available via a CD for use on a local computer and not online. This decision has been made deliberately, and in consultation with the Aboriginal communities that assisted with development of the toolkit. Although promoting and distributing the toolkit online would be much easier, and the ease of access for many communities could be greater, distributing the toolkit via CD ensures that all information entered into the software program remains the property of communities. No information is stored online by government, only on community computers.
The wellbeing work began its journey by simply undertaking an exercise to "define" Aboriginal community wellbeing in order to measure improvements as a result of government investment and commitment. As discussed throughout this paper, this journey and task evolved into a far more complex task -that of supporting communities to have an increased level of control over defining, assessing, planning for, and measuring, their own wellbeing, in a culturally appropriate way, and in a way that was easily understood by government, facilitated an appropriate government response and enabled the government to track and measure the success of investments into service delivery and policy responses.
A copy of the toolkit on CD can be obtained by contacting the Office of Environment and Heritage -Country, Culture and Heritage Division on (02) 9585 6453 or emailing aboriginal.affairs@environment.nsw.gov.au.
